Nicodemus is an enigmatic character who appears in the NT only three times, all in the Gospel of John (John .-; .-; .-). His character has received a considerable amount of scholarly attention in recent decades. The Johannine narrator does not give much information about the inner life of his different characters, which means that scholars have been compelled to draw conclusions as to the motives of these characters mainly from their external behavior. In the case of Nicodemus, scholars have arrived at very different conclusions concerning his role and function in John's narrative. For some, Nicodemus is an example of someone of inadequate faith who remains an outsider throughout the narrative, while others have traced his development from initial and tentative faith to open and public commitment to Jesus. Still others have acknowledged that no single trait determines Nicodemus's portrait, but, in the end, this portrait remains ambiguous.
In this article, I agree with those who emphasize the ambiguity of Nicodemus's character. I also argue that, while Nicodemus is an ambiguous character in John's text world, in the symbolic world that legitimates the social identity of the writer and his audience, even this kind of vague character may support highly dualistic notions evident in the rest of the Gospel. I suggest that some insights from the socalled social identity perspective help us to appreciate a seeming paradox of how such an ambiguous character could have helped John and his audience to hold fast to their fixed symbolic world even when challenged by the mixed and perplexing signals of the real world.


. Nicodemus in John and in Recent Studies
It is noteworthy that scholars rest their conflicting interpretations of Nicodemus on the very same narrative details that they understand in quite opposite ways. In his first appearance, Nicodemus is characterized as a Pharisee and as a leader of the Jews who comes to Jesus by night and confesses that Jesus is a teacher who has come from God (John .). Nicodemus's nocturnal visit, a detail later recalled in the burial scene (.), has often been taken symbolically to mean that Nicodemus 'does not walk in light' and 'is not, then, a believer'.

Jerome Neyrey does not place much value on Nicodemus's confession in John . either. For him, it only 'seems like a "confession", but it identifies Jesus with no title of any consequence and it is fraught with ambiguity'.
 In this tradition of interpretation, not even Nicodemus's conviction that 'no one can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God', speaks well for him but reveals that 'Nicodemus is a person for whom the acknowledgment of Jesus' signs is the end as well as the beginning of his acknowledgment of Jesus'. much discussion about what is meant by 'heavenly things' in this connection. As Wayne Meeks has remarked, however, it is not so important to decide this question because 'the point of vs.  is not at all the contrast between earthly and heavenly information, but the contrast between the questioner and the one who possesses the information'.

After this, the dialogue turns into Jesus' monologue, and the narrator does not report in any way how Nicodemus responded to Jesus' words. Scholars, however, have been quite willing to fill this gap in the narrative. For those who see Nicodemus as completely ignorant, 'there is no indication in the story that after the extended speech of Jesus in .- Nicodemus finally "got it". We do not read about a glimmer of recognition or hesitant attempt to use the Johannine language himself'. 

According to this line of interpretation, Nicodemus's third appearance, in the burial scene, does not fare better for him (.-). Nicodemus brings to the scene 'a mixture of myrrh and aloes, weighing about a hundred pounds'. What is remarkable here is the great quantity of the spices, a detail that has not gone unnoticed by commentators. The abundance of spices is understood as a sign of unbelief because Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus regard the burial as final and do not anticipate in any way the following resurrection.
 Dennis Sylva has paid special attention to the binding of Jesus' body for burial and takes this detail to show that 'for Nicodemus and Joseph Jesus is held by the power of death; they have not understood Jesus' life beyond death'.

Those who had seen some initial positive signs of Nicodemus's faith already in John  have explained the scenes in John  and  in a fundamentally different way. John Painter says that both Nicodemus's objection to his fellow Pharisees and his participation in Jesus' burial 'chronicle a growing openness and willingness to be identified with Jesus'.
 Winsome Munro has noted the important fact that both these actions take place in the public realm which means that, in the end, Nicodemus 'will cast aside his cover and become an open disciple'.

In this case, the large amount of spices in the burial scene may be taken to show that Nicodemus provides Jesus with a royal burial. Raymond Brown says that Joseph and Nicodemus appear as 'men who partially accepted Jesus during his ministry but have been brought by his death to show their love for him'. Given these highly conflicting views of Nicodemus, it is not surprising that some scholars have claimed that we should not tone down certain obvious tensions in John's presentation. Wayne Meeks already remarked that 'ambiguity is doubtless an important and deliberate part of the portrait of this obscure character'.
 Jouette Bassler later pushed this interpretation further and concluded that 'the figure of Nicodemus works powerfully on the reader precisely because it is ambiguous'. Furthermore, 'ambiguity lends a complexity and depth to his figure, which suggests…a more than passing interest on the part of the author of and community behind this Gospel in whomever or whatever Nicodemus represents'.  Colleen Conway has proposed that Nicodemus is not the only ambiguous character in John, but John 'repeatedly portrays characters in indeterminate ways. Again and again, the characters are constructed in ways that pull the reader in multiple directions, frustrating attempts to discern a clearly drawn trait'.

In the following, I agree with those who emphasize the ambiguity of Nicodemus. Those who see Nicodemus only as a representative of unbelief or initial but insufficient faith fail to appreciate some unique features in his portrait. After all, Nicodemus is the only Pharisee in John who is identified as an individual and his role clearly exceeds and differs from the role of those other Jewish leaders-Annas and Caiaphas-who are named in the narrative.
 Readings that see Nicodemus totally in a negative light and take him as an outsider are based one-sidedly on John  and tone down the force of Nicodemus's comparatively positive gestures in John  and . Furthermore, the negative understanding of Nicodemus correlates closely with views that take him as some kind of secret believer who does not have the courage to confess his faith in public and is condemned by John for this reason. This interpretation is yet another recycling of the influential understanding of John's community as persecuted by a powerful Jewish establishment identified as the post- rabbinic movement. This earlier consensus has been called severely into question in recent years.
 Recent rabbinic studies depict the early rabbinic movement as a relatively powerless group with little influence on nonrabbinic Jews; so it is not just some minor details in the persecution scenario that are misleading, but the whole model needs to be reconsidered. According to the persecution scenario, Nicodemus is connected to those authorities who feared to confess their faith in Jesus, 'for they loved the glory of men more than the glory of God' (John .). This description, however, is not an unbiased description of some real group in John's surroundings. The charge that someone is a lover of glory was a conventional rhetorical cliché both in Hellenistic polemic and in Jewish and Christian traditions.  The claim that some believing Jews feared to confess their faith may simply be a part of the attempt by the Johannine writer to denigrate those who responded to Jesus in a way he regarded as deplorable.
On the other hand, those who trace the development of Nicodemus's faith simply seem to be reading too much between the lines. Nicodemus's appearances are far too brief and vague to allow us to conclude anything about his inner life. He certainly acts in a relatively positive way as he defends Jesus in front of his fellow Pharisees and honors Jesus by burying him properly. It is too daring, however, in the absence of any clear signs to the contrary, to conclude that he completely left behind his initial misunderstandings and became a full believer. As Jouette Bassler puts it, 'Nicodemus' repeated professions and actions of faith have made him no more than a "proximate other", the other who is beginning to challenge the limits of otherness but who remains "other" nonetheless. For John's community, then, to be in transition, to be of two minds, is still to be outsider'.

What makes Nicodemus unique in John is especially the fact that he is clearly a representative of groups-Pharisees and Jews-who are otherwise characterized mainly as Jesus' fierce opponents.
 In this sense, he differs even from other  For John's characterization of the Jews and the Pharisees, see F. Tolmie, 'The ἸΟΥΔΑΙΟΙ in the Fourth Gospel: A Narratological Perspective', Theology and Christology in the Fourth Gospel: Essays by the Members of the SNTS Johannine Writings Seminar (ed. G. van Belle, J. G. van der Watt and P. Maritz; BETL ; Leuven: Leuven University, ) -, esp. . Tolmie concludes that groups such as the Jews, the Pharisees or the crowd are not really characterized in depth in John because, from John's point of view, it is not important who these groups really are but how they respond to Jesus. In the case of the Pharisees, the most important thing is their almost completely negative response, which explains why ambiguous characters in John.
 More than in the case of John's other characters, Nicodemus's ambiguity raises questions concerning his place in relation to the dualistic framework of the Gospel. Jean-Marie Sevrin notes that 'the way Nicodemus is characterized makes it impossible to consider "the Jews", who are connected with the Pharisees, to constitute one pole of a dualism'.

According to Colleen Conway, Nicodemus and John's other 'minor characters play a major role in undercutting the dualism of the gospel'.  I fully share this interest in counter-reading John's dualism, but I also want to raise the question as to how successfully Nicodemus's portrait really deconstructs John's two-dimensional view of the world. I agree that, in John's text world, Nicodemus's portrait is different from John's overtly hostile Pharisees and, therefore, as a relatively positive character, he counterbalances the overall negative characterization of the Pharisees and the Jews in the Gospel. I will also try to demonstrate, however, that in the dualistic symbolic world of the Johannine group, even Nicodemus's ambiguity may have supported a highly stereotyped view of the world. I suggest that some insights from the so-called social identity perspective hold much promise for clarifying the role of Nicodemus in relation to the dualistic framework of the Gospel.
'only a small number of traits are revealed' of them. For John's characterization of the Pharisees, see also R. Hakola and A. Reinhartz, 'John's Pharisees', -. Hakola and Reinhartz conclude that, while the Pharisees are not the only Jews that are blamed for Jesus' death in John's narrative world, they are the ones portrayed as seeking his destruction from the outset. They also note that Nicodemus is not typical of the Johannine Pharisees; only he stands out though even he does not openly express his convictions.
There have been attempts at defining the meaning of the term Ἰουδαĩοι in John as referring only to some particular Jewish group, be it Judeans or the Jewish authorities, but these attempts are not totally satisfying. For discussion, see Hakola, Identity Matters, - and -. The indiscriminate use of the term shows that, even in those instances where 'the Jews' could be understood as a specific group of Jewish leaders or Judaeans, the conflict between these groups and Jesus is raised to a new and more general level. attribution of value to, and the enhancement of, whatever differences that do exist'.

The findings connected to minimal group studies resulted in the formulation of the concept of social identity, which can be understood as 'that part of an individual's self-concept which derives from his [sic] knowledge of his membership of a social group (or groups) together with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership'.
 The concept of social identity was later developed into a more general explanation of all cognitive processes connected to group formation in the so-called Self-Categorization Theory. According to John Turner and other social psychologists, 'the central hypothesis for group behaviour is that, as shared social identity becomes salient, individual self-perception tends to become depersonalized'.  This means that when we experience ourselves as identical with a certain class of people and in contrast to some other classes, we tend to stereotype not only the members of outgroups, but also ourselves as a member of our own ingroup. Therefore, the process of categorization concerns both the self-conception of an individual in relation to his or her ingroup and people who are experienced as different from the ingroup. Social categorization helps individual group members to orientate themselves in variable social environments by making those environments more predictable and meaningful. Self-categorization theory emphasizes that categorization is always a dynamic, contextbound process, which results in maximizing the clarity of intergroup boundaries in a given social context. Social categories are not inflexible but always dependent on the specific social environment and those comparative relations that are present in that environment. It can even be claimed that 'people who are categorized and perceived as different in one context…can be recategorized and perceived as similar in another context'.

One of the basic observations of the social identity approach is that human social behavior varies along the 'interpersonal and intergroup continuum'.
 At the interpersonal extreme, social encounters are determined by personal relationships between human beings while at the intergroup extreme, membership in different social groups determines human behavior. This continuum explains how, under certain conditions, social identity may become more salient than personal identity for the behavior of individuals. There are good reasons to think that, like other early Christian writings, the Gospel of John betrays traces of intergroup behavior and reflects attempts to construct and solidify a distinct social identity of a group of Jesus' early followers. First, many cultural anthropologists have made a distinction between individualistic and collectivistic cultures. This distinction may not be so definite as has sometimes been postulated, but it is difficult to deny that, in Mediterranean antiquity, people were commonly seen as deeply embedded in different groups that were essential for their identity.
 Second, many studies on the Dead Sea Scrolls or early Christian writings, especially the Gospels, have emphasized communal aspects in these writings; while written by different individuals, these writings give voice to different groups by expressing their collective convictions and shared view of the world. To be sure, this view has recently been challenged.

This recent criticism may be justified in the sense that many earlier redaction critical studies have gone quite far in their detailed reconstructions of various histories of Christian communities.  It is also undeniable that the canonical Gospels contain several features that appealed to a wide range of different Christian communities beyond their local area of origin. However, both the evidence of the reception of the Gospels in the early church and various extra-canonical texts suggest that it is not anachronistic to think that the Gospels mirror, at least to some extent, the experiences and needs of those particular communities where they were produced.  It is thus productive to ask how Nicodemus's literary character may have supported the social identity of the Johannine author and his audience.
. Social Identity and Nicodemus
In the following, I try to show what possibilities the social identity perspective holds for explaining John's portrait of Nicodemus. I think that this perspective helps to understand both Jesus' harsh words to Nicodemus in John  and Nicodemus's more positive appearances later in the narrative.
What is remarkable in Nicodemus's first appearance is Jesus' cruel response to him. Nicodemus does not seem to have come to Jesus with hostile or suspicious intentions. However, the Johaninne Jesus has no time to wait on what Nicodemus has in his heart but starts to pinpoint what is wrong with Nicodemus. Wayne Meeks has remarked that 'the unbiased reader feels quite sympathetic with poor Nicodemus and the "believing" Jews with whom, it seems, Jesus is playing some kind of language-game whose rules neither they nor we could possibly know'.

Why does Jesus respond so harshly to the sincere quest of Nicodemus? Scholars have usually answered this question by referring to some of Nicodemus's individual characteristics that betray his shortcomings. As we have seen, his night-time visit is said to speak to his fear and willingness to hide his faith. Or, it is claimed that his confession is based only superficially on Jesus' signs. Several times Nicodemus is compared to other characters-the disciples, the Samaritan woman or the man born blind in John -and these comparisons are very much to Nicodemus's disadvantage. It is not so easy, however, to differentiate between Nicodemus and other characters of the story. For example, the faith of the disciples is based on Jesus' sign at the wedding in Cana (John .), and 'the careful reader is left wondering just what distinguishes Nicodemus's sign-based faith from that of the disciples'.
 Likewise, the Samaritan woman acknowledges Jesus as a prophet after Jesus has miraculously explained her marital past (.). The blind man in John  repeatedly comes back to Jesus' miracle in his confessions of who Jesus is and he is like Nicodemus-not unlike, as is often argued-in defending Jesus in the face of wrong accusations by the Pharisees.  In John ., Joseph of Arimathea-and perhaps also by implication Nicodemus-is said to be Jesus' secret disciple 'because of his fear of the Jews', which corresponds with the remark that, after Jesus' resurrection, his disciples met behind closed doors for fear of the Jews (.). These comparisons fail to locate a single and definitive reason for Jesus' surprisingly harsh and uncompromising censure of Nicodemus in John . According to Jesus' rebuke, Nicodemus is not going halfway from initial and insufficient faith towards the confession of his faith; Jesus categorically denies any positive faith on the part of Nicodemus and makes him and his group the complete opposite to Jesus and his followers. Richard Rohrbaugh is on the right track when he disapproves of attempts to attribute 'one failing or another to Nicodemus' as an explanation for what is the  Meeks, 'The Man from Heaven', . Bassler ('Mixed Signals',  and ) speaks of Jesus'
'surprisingly acerbic response' to Nicodemus and adds that Jesus treats Nicodemus 'rather shabbily'.  Bassler, 'Mixed Signals', -.  Nicodemus and the blind man are compared-to Nicodemus's disadvantage-by Rensberger, Overcoming, -.
matter with him. According to Rohrbaugh, 'Nicodemus' experience with Jesus was exactly that of any outsider, whether an inquirer or not, who encountered a Johannine type for the first time'.  While Rohrbaugh connects Jesus' response to the notion of John's language as an anti-language, I think that some much more general features of intergroup relations help to clarify the scene. The key to understanding Jesus' rude response is to realize that Jesus does not confront Nicodemus here as an individual with recognizable characteristics that distinguish him from other individuals. Rather, Jesus takes him as a member and representative of groups-Pharisees and Jews-who are presented as symbols of unbelief and as Jesus' opponents throughout the Gospel. In social identity terms, we have here an example of intergroup behavior. According to the social identity approach, interpersonal behavior becomes intergroup behavior when individuals are not judged according to their own individual characteristics but are seen as depersonalized representatives of the groups to which they belong. In situations of this kind, members of the ingroup tend to 'treat members of the outgroup as undifferentiated items in a unified category, i.e. independently of the individual differences between them'. Furthermore, ingroup members attribute to outgoup members 'traits assumed to be common to the groups as a whole'.
 In Nicodemus's first meeting with Jesus, it is the essence of the groups to whom he belongs that dictates Jesus' response to him, not some individual characteristics of this particular teacher of Israel. In social identity terms, Nicodemus's more positive appearances are not necessarily in contradiction to his first meeting with Jesus. The social identity theory was originally developed to explain intergroup discrimination and it addressed such questions as 'Why do people in groups discriminate against each other?' From this perspective, a simple answer would be that, because of social categorization, people commonly tend to favor ingroup members and discriminate against outgroup members. Some recent studies, however, have revealed that it is problematic to think that ingroup members are universally regarded as more attractive than outgroup members. In particular, José Marques and his colleagues have tried to explain the function of deviant group members for social identity.
 In a series of experiments, they found evidence for what they called the 'black sheep effect'. This term conceptualizes a commonsense observation that a person who behaves against the norms of an ingroup is even more strongly rejected than the members of outgroups. The 'Black sheep effect' means that ingroup members are judged more extremely than outgroup members who have similar attitudes and values. An interesting observation made in the research on the 'black sheep effect' is that an outgroup member who behaves against the norms of the outgroup in a way that is in line with ingroup norms is quite often evaluated more positively than an ingroup member who acts against the ingroup norms. This phenomenon has nothing to do with the personal qualities of the members in question but is dependent on the significance of the ingroup norms for social identity. The relative approval of the 'friendly' outgroup members is explained by the fact that, from the perspective of an ingroup, outgroup deviants help to undermine the legitimacy of the outgroup and, at the same time, help to verify the social reality implied by the ingroup norms.

As a Pharisee who speaks for Jesus, Nicodemus perfectly fits the role of a deviant outgroup member who supports the ingroup norms.
 According to the above-mentioned studies, people are quite capable of making distinctions between likable and unlikable ingroup members, or between likable and unlikable outgroup members without diminishing the significance of the boundaries between the respective in-and outgroups. In the case of Nicodemus this means that, even though his action in the meeting of the Pharisees has a positive value for the Johannine community, he is not necessarily presented as becoming a believer. Especially as an outsider, Nicodemus undermines the claims of intrigue and without a legitimate reason, the Pharisees and the chief priests finally reach the decision to kill Jesus.

A social identity perspective also helps to explain what kind of function Nicodemus's ambiguity may have had for the maintenance of the distinct social identity of the Johannine writer and his audience. Nicodemus brings a certain amount of uncertainty into a narrative that is otherwise characterized by the clear distinction between light and darkness, faith and unbelief. According to John's dualistic notions, believers and unbelievers (the latter represented especially by the Jews in John's narrative) are clearly distinct from each other. We have every reason to suppose, however, that the social reality behind the Gospel was far more diverse and complex.
The scenario that sees John's community as a persecuted Jewish minority is based on the assumption that Jewish synagogue communities had strict boundaries that were defined by a strong leadership class. But there is evidence that Jewish synagogue communities were not so clearly defined but open to their surroundings in many different ways. For example, Shaye Cohen has shown that even the Gentiles could interact with Jewish communities in a variety of waysfrom admiring some aspects of the faith of the Jews to full conversion.
 The evidence for different types of 'sympathizers' and full converts shows that the boundary between Jews and Gentiles was crossable.  It is fully possible that the boundary between the Jews who came to believe in Jesus and other Jews also still remained open and fluid at the end of the first century. Because there was not one ruling class among the Jews even after the destruction of the temple, the Jews' responses to Jesus' followers were not backed by any authorities and it may be that these responses were not so completely negative as is suggested by early Christian polemics against the Jews.  In the course of the subsequent dialogue in .-, John connects even these believers with the devil (.), creating in the process an imaginary universe where the sons of light and the sons of darkness are much more clearly distinct from each other than they may ever have been in real life. It is wise to take John's dualism and the accompanying stereotyped characterization as a product of an effort to construct a clearly defined social identity rather than as a direct reflection of the real world. Contacts with the members of stereotyped outgroups may sometimes reduce tension and conflicts between groups, but, unfortunately, many social psychological studies have shown that this is not always the case. As Henri Tajfel has remarked:
There is good evidence that even when facts do turn against us and destroy the useful and comfortable distinctions, we still find ways to preserve the general content of our categories… In many social situations which present notorious ambiguities of interpretation, it will always be easier to find supporting evidence for the assumed class characteristics of an individual than to find contradictory evidence. to a process of recategorizing an individual not fitting to a persistent stereotype into a new lower-level social category. This new subtype makes the original stereotype more flexible and permits groups to sustain prejudiced beliefs even when they confront contradictory evidence. This process is well described by Ziva Kunda and Kathryn Oleson:
Positive contacts may fail to affect stereotypes because people do not generalize from the positive members whom they have encountered to the groups as a whole. Rather, when people encounter group members who violate a group stereotype…they 'fence off' these members by assuming that they constitute a distinct subtype of the group. Consigning deviants to a subtype believed to be atypical and unrepresentative of the group as a whole may enable people to maintain their pre-existing global stereotypes even though they are aware that deviants exist.

Subtyping can be seen as a way to protect a stereotype from change. As a matter of fact, this cognitive process may even strengthen the original stereotype by making it more adaptable to changing social contexts that always have a potential to challenge the accuracy of fixed and monochrome categories. This is detailed by Miles Hewstone and his colleagues:
Increased awareness that a target group is heterogeneous is not necessarily a harbinger of stereotype change. In fact, somewhat paradoxically, it may make change more difficult to achieve… By increasing the variability of a stereotype when inconsistent group members are encountered, social perceivers can maintain the stereotype's central tendency.
 I propose that Nicodemus may have functioned as this kind of deviant subtype for the Johannine Christians. As a Jew and a Pharisee whose faith is not quite enough despite his positive response to Jesus, Nicodemus may have allowed the Johannine group to come to terms with Jewish groups and individuals whose response to early Christians and Jesus was, at least to some extent, positive. Jews of this kind would not have a proper place in the two-dimensional symbolic world of the Johannine Christians but Nicodemus as an ambiguous textual character made it possible for the Johannine group to hold fast to the basic dichotomy in their symbolic world. 
